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INTRODUCTION
"My time is running out. Every second brings me close to death. They are hunting for me
everywhere. But they don't know how close I am. Right here trapped by the Big Clock." In the
trailer for a film noir classic, The Big Clock (1948), Ray Milland describes the climax of the
thriller based on Kenneth Fearing's novel (1946). A close analogy is immediately established be-
tween the internal clock of the character and the external Big Clock. One's life is understood in
terms of time, the operative force of which being its limitation. The title credit sequence of the
film starts out with the names of Ray Milland and Charles Laughton. The background is fur-
nished with piles of various magazines circulated from the Janoth Publications, a powerful
organisation run by the autocratic Laughton character, Earl Janoth, who is tremendously exact-
ing about being on time and not losing any time. As the title reads "The Big Clock," we hear
alarming chimes of a clock as if they were signalling the termination of a person's life. The credit
sequence continues with the names of other players and the crew, alongside a sundial on the bot-
tom right, whose shadow extends to the upper left. Notably, the background changes to the
close-up of the sundial that occupied the entire screen, leaving a strong, rather enigmatic impres-
sion, when the names of the producer and the director are presented. Being the last object we see
before the narrative starts, the sundial is emblematic of the story we are about to be told. We
soon find out that this sundial is the murder weapon.
There is yet another instance where a timepiece is associated with a person's life in The Big
Clock. Pauline York throws a clock at her jealous lover, Earl Janoth, when they have a quarrel
right before she is murdered with the sundial. The clock hits the wall, and stops. The clock is
thus used as an evidence of the time of Pauline's death. To concoct Janoth's alibi, Steve Hagen
turns back the clock, which is moved forward again by the hand of George Stroud, on finding out
somebody else's manoeuvring with it. A person's life, namely Pauline York's, supposedly termi-
nates when the clock stops ticking, and the repeated manipulation of the clock shows no sign of
respect for her death. The irony lies in that Pauline's life, which is terminated by a timepiece, is
treated like a timepiece even after her death. The matter of a person's life and death is impru-
dently altered by the hands of hubristic and self-centred others.
Although timepieces or clocks reasonably figure in the film as a pregnant motif, the same
cannot be said in the case of Fearing's novel. In fact, the only physical timepiece mentioned in the
novel is George's wristwatch. The titular "big clock" is merely the mental clock inside the char-
acter, to which he finds himself bound. Pauline Delos (York's name in the novel) does not throw
a clock at Janoth but an ashtray, and she is beaten to death not with a sundial but a decanter.
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There in the novel is no visible embodiment of George's internal clock as there is an overbearing
Big Clock in the film, or the symbolical murder weapon like the sundial.
It is true that films need to be more "cinematic" (in terms of visualisation) than written texts
and thus prove the need for visual imageries; yet, the simple reasoning does not really explain the
occurrence of timepieces as a critical and recurrent motif in other noir films such as Laura
(1944), where the murder weapon is hidden in an antique grandfather's clock, which is totally ab-
sent in the original story by Vera Caspary, and The Scarlet Street (1945), in which the protago-
nist is given a timepiece as a token of his regular, faithful service for twenty-five years, from
which point his life suffers deviation. For there seems to be a tendency in noir films to have a
particular use of timepieces, let alone a specific sense of time, this particular motif deserves other
more reasonable explanations. Furthermore, the alterations from the original narrative offer in-
teresting messages about film noir and its conspicuous characteristics. An exploration of noir
adaptations of novels and stories reveal certain trend in those films. It is my intention in this
paper to explore the significance of timepieces in film noir, which is closely related to its distinct
narration. Through my examination, I also hope to demonstrate how an understanding of the
use of clocks in the films such as The Big Clock and Laura helps one to recognise some essential
aspects of films that can be categorised under the term film noir.
The Label Film Noir
The term film noir is not easily understood or defined in agreement. While most of us know
if a film is a noir or even nourish1 when we see one, critics and academics tend to disagree when
it comes to the question of what exactly is film noir. Some critics often try to categorise noir
films in terms of their shared characteristics such as the presence of a femme fatale, the use of
voice-overs and flashbacks, and other stylistic or cinematographic similarities. Others would
point out that film noir lacks a system of conventions and iconography that one finds in other
established genres. In musicals and westerns, you see the generic qualities in the costumes and
the settings, while you would rather feel the mood of noir. They thus insist that the term is de-
scriptive of a mood and a tone rather than a signifier of conventional set-pieces. Still others
would say film noir is a sub-genre of Hollywood gangster and prison films of the period2, looking
at the films from a historical perspective. Those who find social meanings in the noirish films
might call film noir a movement. Various critics have been writing a lot about film noir, but
whether it is a genre still remains a difficult question to answer. It is indeed a critical term. It
is not my intention to attempt another ordinary genre study in this paper; nevertheless, I do con-
sider a brief summary of what constitutes film noir to be necessary, for I plan to expound how
an exploration of a particular feature in film noir, such as the motif of timepieces, could well be
a means to recognise other characteristics (or descriptions) of the films labelled film noir,
whether the label suggests a genre or not.
Although film noir was primarily an American movie phenomenon, which is indicative of the
dark side of the traditionally optimistic and utopian American Dream, the term was first used by
French critics in 1946 and there is also considered to be an influx of German Expressionism and
Italian Neo-realism into its appearance. The descriptive term referred to films that contain "a
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world of darkness and violence . . . and above all shadow upon shadow upon shadow"3. The mood
of the country during and after the war was certainly reflected in film noir, although maybe not
in such a direct way as in the social films of the thirties. As Foster Hirsch has stated, "French
cineastes felt . . . that the very qualities which gave the style its name reflected the impact of the
war on American society"4. The darker, almost fatalistic world view in film noir offers a symbolic
and psychological profile of its era. Significantly, the emphasis is shifted to the private sphere
of our lives from the contemporary social issues.
Such films frequently took their sources from hard-boiled detective stories prevalent in the
1920s, 1930s and 1940s America. Not only the decadent mood and the immoral characters of those
stories are transplanted into the films, but the narrative style or the specific use of perspectives
is often adopted as well. The social background and the influence of the literary sources, along
with the technological and industrial conditions, worked together in creating the noir mood and
style. It has been given various combinations of explanatory reasons for its appearance: Histori-
cal and social reasons, such as the Depression and post-war disillusion, technical changes, stylis-
tic and artistic influences from the school of German Expressionism, and industrial circum-
stances like financial limitations, to name a few. For those reasons do not only affect the formal
or visual elements of film noir but naturally also its themes and contents, the thematic features
help us identify one of its kinds as well.
Existential thought which shows to be a factor in the underlying philosophy of film noir (re-
gardless of the filmmakers' intentions) has become prevalent among the American people who
suffered disorientation and meaninglessness in the post-war society, not least through the liter-
ary background of hard-boiled detective fictions and American Naturalism. In this light, it may
sound reasonable that one of film noir's most persistent motifs is the metaphorical linking of
crime with urban alienation, loneliness and paranoia, all of which question the extent to which
individual power and freedom can operate. Generally, the films were driven by the mood of post-
war adjustment, an uneasiness generated by the plight of returning veterans, the nuclear threat,
the Cold War and anti-Communist witch hunts, televised corruption hearings, the displacement
of women from the workforce, and the Korean conflict. Therefore, film noir cannot be dismissed
as a simple matter of style, considering those films do have an ideological base in a specific his-
torical period, even though it is by no means confined to this period.
TIME IN FILM NOIR AND ITS NARRATIVE
Having established that film noir should be regarded as a combination of various influences
and circumstances, it would be all the more difficult to decipher and define the term because these
influences and circumstances themselves are interrelated in many cases. That is why I start from
an ostensibly trivial clue, namely the motif of timepieces. As stated in the above introduction,
one of the most notable changes in the film adaptation from the original novel is the presence of
this motif. If we turn our thoughts from the physical timepieces to the sense of time, it is not so
difficult for us to realise that the motif can be an entrance to the "ideological base" of film noir.
In the world of film noir, we are always running out of time. Whether you are hunted or
dying, there is always a limitation to the time you have. This is not the case only for the films
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whose protagonists are literally hunted or dying as in The Big Clock or Sorry, Wrong Number
(1948). Sometimes the films' narrators, who talk about the characters' stories in retrospect,
often using that familiar voice-over narration, are the ones who are dying as in Double Indem-
nity (1944) and Laura. Some narrators even die right after they finish talking. In these cases,
the speech or the capability to control the speech is associated with the narrator's ability to con-
trol his own life. Another significantly noirish sense of time is the idea of haunting past. Some-
one or something suddenly appears out of the dim past to cast a shadow over the present as in
The Killers (1946) and Out of the Past (1947). The protagonists can never escape from those past
shadows. There is also a matter of timing. A little chance encounter or mishap can change a
man's life completely as in The Scarlet Street or The Wrong Man (1956).
In an Austrian expatriate Fritz Lang's The Woman in the Window (1944), the timepieces are
used to signify the regular, clockwork-like days of Professor Richard Wanley (Edward G.
Robinson) as Tom Gunning so rightly points out5. The clock on the mantelpiece at the gentle-
men's club overlaps the dissolve of Richard's back. He is one of those clockwork men who spend
regular, self-contained lives, just like Hilary Burde in A Word Child 6. Having left his wife and
children at the station, Richard is free from all the obligations and responsibilities of everyday
lives. In the world of film noir, the value of happy family is not really celebrated. Oftentimes the
noirish protagonists and anti-heroes are child-less, wife-less, and alone, which is relevant to the
presence of a femme fatale in a noir film to a certain extent. In this film, too, the married pro-
tagonist can think about the dream girl only when he is free from his familial responsibilities.
The fact is emphasized as he is almost forced to make promise to his wife that he would think of
her "every minute of the day, every second of the night."
Once Richard is inside the gentleman-only club, he is no longer bound to his promises or ex-
pected duties, as he is in a different world where even the sense of time they have is different from
outside the club. The scene of the club starts out with a close-up of the clock on the mantelpiece,
as if to show they have a distinct sense of time inside. Richard usually goes home at a certain
hour, leading a life of routine and repression. He says that his "programme" is "one cigar, an-
other drink" and straight back home to go to bed early since he has another lecture to deliver at
nine o'clock next morning. For this day only, "the first night of [his] summer bachelorhood," he
does something irregular. He has already lost count of the drinks he had. It has partly to do
with the "somewhat rebellious state of mind" he admits himself to be in. He has three drinks with
his friends when he is supposed to be "a strictly two-drink man," then has another drink, and
falls asleep, after asking the steward to tell him when it is 10:30.
Richard virtually follows the examples of the criminal cases of middle-aged men Frank Lalor
describes. Having had "one drink too many," they step out of the solid track (of their routines,
of time, and consequently of life), motivated by their often excessive, carnal desires and impulses
as though they have forgotten their age. Richard does have those impulses. Interestingly
enough, he laments that "[t] he flesh is still strong but the spirit goes weaker by the hour." They
usually say the body gets older before the spirit does. This might be one way to illuminate Rich-
ard's action as being driven by specifically sexual desires, by which many other noir protagonists
are driven. Although it can also be explained as a matter of disconnection of the spirit from the
body, Richard is in a way violating the aging process. He has past his prime, and he still wants
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to act young against the law of time.
Another Fritz Lang film character, Christopher Cross, who is also played by Robinson, in
The Scarlet Street confronts the same problem of having an autumnal whim. Chris has been a
regular clockwork man, whose character is acutely marked by the "fourteen-carat, seventeen-
jewel timepiece," which is told to be a token of his "twenty-five years of faithful service" as a cash-
ier, a solid and substantial profession. The timepiece and the inscription inside indicate what
kind of man Chris is. However, he, too, falls into something irregular that rainy night, after
having had quite a bit of champagne. He even tries a cigar which he does not usually enjoy, and
then he offers to go with his colleague Charlie, not wanting to go straight back home, feeling
rather lonely. Having seen his boss J. J. Hogarth going off with a young girl, he wonders what
it is like to have a relationship with a much younger woman outside of marriage. He is explicitly
concerned about the age difference. Chris thus continues to talk about the dream of his youth,
of becoming an artist. But he is not the only middle-aged clockwork man. Charlie, who has been
leading a similar life, now hates Sunday, when he does not know what to do with himself. Chris
is just another man, who takes a wrong turn in Greenwich Village, and happens to meet a femme
fatale. The same could happen to anybody. This notion of an ordinary and oftentimes innocent
person to get into trouble can be seen in The Big Clock as well. At the beginning of the film,
George asks himself why a "decent, respectable, law-abiding citizen with a wife and a kid and a
big job" could have gotten into this wreck. When he goes into Pauline York's apartment, we hear
the same phrase "It could happen to you" repeatedly, for a programme by that title is on the
radio. In fact, the protagonists in film noir mostly have ordinary names such as Tom, Dick, and
Harry. A trap or a fall is just a street away, and everybody has the potential to be in the middle
of some wrongdoings whether as the villain or the victim.
Even though Chris loses everything (including his identity7) in the end, he symbolically
manages to achieve the dreams of his youth through his relationship with Katherine March.
Kitty would give Chris a romantic, though deceptive in truth, look he has been dreaming about
as well as an opportunity to become a professional painter. Since he experiences what he wanted
to do but could not have done when he was younger, his relationship with Kitty is the emblem of
all his youthful dreams and desires. In this aspect, The Scarlet Street can be labelled as a tragedy
of a man who attempted to go against the course of time and tried to experience his youth after
the right time has past8. Chris is resisting the advancement of time, as if he does not wish to age
anymore. Retrieving the lost youth is one of the thematic motifs in noir films that concerns time
along the same line with the idea of haunting past. Both ideas demonstrate the breaking of the
past action -- what could have been or what was supposed to be in the past -- into the present.
The difference between the two ideas is simply that of vector. Whereas Chris initiates the action
to go against the flow of time, an old acquaintance or a past experience holds the protagonist
back in those haunting-past plots, preventing him from going into the future. Just as the Gypsy
fortune-teller Tanya says to Hank Quinlan in Touch of Evil (1958), the anti-heroes in film noir
do not have any future.
The noirish conception of the haunting past might be best remembered by Out of the Past
(1947) from its title and its plot. Still, there are numerous other noir films which employ this
idea, since "haunting" can be considered as a noirish term in itself. Sometimes it takes the shape
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of a portrait. Those who are painted may have class, beauty, money, or some other quality, or
a combination of any of these that exceeds its ordinary level. In any case, they are overbearing
as the marks of Rebecca in the Hitchcock film. The effect of such portrait ringers even after the
person's death. That way, a portrait of the past would cast a shadow on the present. Even
though it seems not so effective, the portrait of the late Mr. Amos Kyne in While the City Sleeps
(1956) is supposed to overpower the imprudent son and those who work for the Kyne Incorpo-
rated. The neon sign of the building goes out as Edward Mobley announces Kyne's death on TV.
The shot is cut to the scene in Kyne's room, where you see his son, his portrait, and his bed from
left to right. The son looks at the portrait for full twelve seconds before he is called by the
buzzer. While he talks to the three representatives of the company, the portrait of his father can
always be seen on his left shoulder, and it even comes in the middle when he is talking to Edward,
whom Kyne has trusted better than his own son. First it shows the shifting of Kyne as a person
to a symbol, and then significantly to a portrait. The son is definitely under the influence of the
father, and his primary motivation for setting up the scheme is jealousy. The portrait of a past
authority is still in effect. In some cases, the past or the dead even comes back as a real form
again as in The Scarlet Street. Patch-eye, whose portrait dominates the living room and lets
Chris realise that he is not the master of the house after all, is not really dead. He suddenly
emerges from the corner of the street and blackmails Chris. A similar thing happens in Laura,
although in this case the re-emergence of the portrait model can all be in the protagonist's dream.
A portrait also brings up a significantly noirish conception of a double, just as a mirror has the
same effect in such film as Dead Ringer (1964) and The Wrong Man. It should be very interesting
to explore the idea of doubles in film noir, but it deserves a distinct and extensive examination
which is not possible here.
The title credit sequence of Laura begins with that famous portrait of the titular heroine and
the signature tune of Laura Hunt (Gene Tierney). The voice-over narration by Waldo Lydecker
(Clifton Webb) follows an instant of blackout after the credit sequence: "I shall never forget the
weekend Laura died." The first thing we begin to see after the blackout is a statue of Maitreya,
which is also called the future Buddha. As the camera pans slowly to the right, we see the an-
tique collection in the narrator's room. There is a beautiful long-case clock, among other things,
and suddenly the ticking of the clock overlaps and accents the voice-over narration. The rich and
snobbish collection characterises Waldo, and as the authoritative voice says that he had
McPherson wait, the clock strikes 11: 32 (which is in fact a strange time for a clock to strike)9
which sounds like it is giving Waldo an affirmation to his control of the narrative.
Up till the middle of the film where Mark McPherson (Dana Andrews) falls asleep, Laura
only appears in the flashbacks while Waldo talks of his memories of her, and in the on-going pre-
sent, the portrait and the music are the sole indications of her existence. Until Laura shows her-
self in person, other characters who claim to know Laura take tums to talk to the detective and
portray the heroine in their perspectives. Metaphorically, those who have the control of the nar-
rative can create Laura. Coincidentally or not, this style of narrative reflects the narrative style
of the original novel. The first chapter of the novel is narrated in the perspective of Waldo
Lydecker, the second Mark McPherson, the third an objective legal statement,10 the fourth Laura
Hunt, and the last Mark McPherson again. They each tell their versions of what happened, from
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which the reader has to construct a coherent view.
As in the novel, Waldo has the control of the narrative at the beginning of the film. He is
watching the private detective, and so the camera is taking his point of view. The voice-over nar-
ration and the camera movement assume Waldo's control of the narrative, which is affirmed by
the clock on his side. We are watching through Waldo's eyes and listening to his version of the
story. However, Waldo's total control is agitated when Mark goes in to Waldo's bathroom. As
Mark greets Waldo, the camera pans unusually rapidly to Waldo, shifting the point of view from
Waldo's to Mark's. Then it cuts back as Waldo replies. Mark sits down by the bathtub, letting
both characters in one shot, and Waldo no longer holds undivided control of the narrative.
The film is concerned with the place of control in the first place. The plot betrays that this
whole story is about controlling Laura. Waldo enjoys the patronage of Laura, and with his pen,
he can manipulate any relationships Laura has, as he has made Laura despise the artist who
painted the portrait. Things get out of his hands when Laura falls in love with Shelby Carpenter.
For Waldo can no longer control the living individual Laura, he decided to kill her -- a clear indi-
cation of his desire to control her life ultimately. When Laura is dead, he may write down what-
ever suits him -- a story in which Laura did not really love Shelby -- and believe what he writes
himself. The voice-over and the flashbacks in Waldo's perspective have the same effect. In the
latter half of the film, Mark becomes more and more like the controller. After all, he is the one
who is solving the mystery. Mark tries to control the situation and simultaneously Laura. He
orders her to stay in the house, asks her if the marriage is off, which seems irrelevant to the case,
gets upset when he sees her with Shelby, manipulates other people, and arrests Laura just to be
alone with her. "The main thing [he] want [s] to know is why [Laura] pulled that switch on me
about Carpenter." He does not sound like a detective any more but a mere jealous lover. After
hearing what he wanted to hear, he takes Laura home. The latter half of the story turns out to
suit Mark's desire, just as Waldo's story in the first half suits Waldo's. The controllers of the
narrative may portray Laura in any way they want to believe. This is possible only when Laura
does not exist in reality. A past being in a portrait or a person in a dream cannot complain or
defy any image she is given.
The small baseball game that Mark indulges himself in advocates his desire to control: the
game "takes a lot of control." For Waldo hates anybody else than himself to have control, he de-
tests Mark's playing the game: "It gets on [his] nerves." While the long-case clock at Waldo's flat
asserts his authority in the narrative, the identical clock at Laura's flat watches over the control-
ler of every situation. When Mark leads Shelby and Waldo to Laura's flat for the first time, he
unlocks the door, goes in once, then comes back to the door, giving his understanding of the in-
cident. We see the guardian-like clock behind him through the opened door. We see the clock di-
viding the two as Waldo objects to Mark's reading Laura's letter. Reading Laura's letter means
finding out a past in her voice. Since Waldo desires to reconstruct Laura's past as it only suits
him, Mark's behaviour interferes with his power to control the situation. The two are fighting
for control in front of the clock. When Waldo tries to convince Laura that Mark "isn't capable
of any normal, warm, human relationship," the clock again divides the two, but this time, it
seems to be on Laura's side. Waldo moves about nervously while Laura sips her tea, her heart-
beat beating regularly like the clock.
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Laura ends with a shot of this long-case clock, which is broken and stopped. It looks as
though Waldo's attempt to control has been punished and proven impossible. While the oriental
statue of Maitreya suggests reincarnation and everlasting current of time at the beginning of the
film, the ending ironically demonstrates human limitation. The natural course of time is not
something that can be meddled by a human being. Richard (in The Woman in the Window) and
Chris (in The Scarlet Street) desired to go against the current of time, only to find themselves in
tragic circumstances. Waldo, too, failed to control and present his version of Laura's story. In
terms of narrative structure, Laura is one of the films that violate the classical, chronological
narration. What is interesting is that it lets you go back, but does not bring you back to the pre-
sent or suggest any bright future. The world of film noir has something against progress, and
stops right there in the past. J. P. Telotte argues that the film noir's generic qualities; that is,
its expressionist style and its distinctive set of urban themes, along with the noir-style narration
characteristic of the genre, contribute to an understanding of film noir as a violation of classical
film narrative and other conventions, through which film noir could better be understood as a
phenomenon11. Pointing out the "violations," Telotte clearly differentiates film noir from other
more conventional genres. Violations in themselves become suggestive of film noir's distinct ge-
neric qualities.
The Big Clock provides us with an anti-capitalist explanation for narratives with no future.
In the novel, the "big clock" is merely a metaphor for the invisible framework that seems to con-
trol the fate of man. But the Big Clock in the film is something more than a Destiny machine,
to use Gunning's phrase. It controls all the timepieces in the building, as omnipresent and om-
nipotent as Earl Janoth would like to think he is. The clock, which has cost six million dollars,
is set behind the huge map of the globe, and "Mr. Janoth would never permit" the clock to stop.
It exposes Janoth's hubris, namely his desire to control the world. Even the name "Earl" implies
his authority in the social hierarchy12. The motto of this man who is associated with the Big
Clock is "time is money." He tries to convert everything, including time, into capital. Like
Johnny in The Scarlet Street who sells off Chris's art, Janoth does not appreciate art either. To
Janoth, his mistress's singing lesson is just a matter of money. Capitalism and Art do not agree.
The Big Clock is a rare film noir, in which a portrayal of the family occupies a rather significant
place. This family is located in opposition to Janoth, for George's wife is openly against her hus-
band's work. Her priority does not lie in the money he makes. When George informs her of his
quitting the job, saying that now he is "unemployed and penniless," "That's too good to be true!"
is her reply.
The film has a familiar noir plot of an innocent everyman who is trapped and hunted13. There
is a symbolical moment in the film when George hides inside the Big Clock, and accidentally stops
the whole mechanism. He has every reason to stop the clock, since, in one way, the clock is tick-
ing away his life; in another, the clock stands for Janoth, and George has to stop Janoth (and
everything he stands for). The Big Clock does give us a sense of entrapment. Its size is oppres-
sive, and it literally controls the whole building. His being trapped inside the Big Clock in the
building signifies his imprisonment in Janoth's capitalist plot. George as the chief editor of the
Crimeways, has a chart of irrelevant clues to hunt down the murderer, and he assigns the inves-
tigations to his stuff as if he is guided by the Ford system. This rational scheme forces himself
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into a tight corner. One of the clues that would help them hunt down George is a picture of a pair
of hands by an eccentric artist Louise Patterson. It is not only a pair of hands, but one hand is
handing over a coin to the other. George always gets into trouble because of money. Before he
came to work for Janoth seven years ago, he was quite happy even though he did not have as
much money as he has now. Now he has money to spend but no time to go to a honey moon. The
evil forces are in Capitalism, and the clock that represents it must be stopped.
CONCLUSION
Although film noir is marked by certain stylistic and narrative practices, sharing stylistic
traits and thematic concerns do not necessarily define those films. Noir films share an ambiva-
lent mood, an ambience suggestive of fatality and a claustrophobic intensity. On the other hand,
however, the ambience is reasoned, and each reason does not work alone. Whatever the plot, the
dark tone and the philosophy (or ideology) behind a film can be said to give the film a noir qual-
ity. Noir may be defined by combinations of all the qualities and not just a single characteristic
can describe a film noir.
Narratives that do not progress or go anywhere are characteristic of film noir. The past is
idealised in some ways and in others it is corrupted. Some protagonists in noir films try to stop
the progress of time, and others try to go back into the past. Still others are forever haunted by
the past, too. These are the noir traits that concern time. It has partly to do with the complex
notions behind the progress of time. An ideological meaning behind this may be the general
anxiety against progress. Attempts to stop time can be considered as a resistance against the
progress of an individual lifetime. To put it simply, the motivation is one's fear of death or mor-
tality. Simultaneously, there is a notion of resistance against the progress of time itself, for in
the post-war period in America, industrial developments meant the loss of individual freedom.
Film noir reconstructs the past, and dramatises the impact of the past on present action. The
reconstructive process can be recognised through the motifs such as clocks and portraits as well
as the narration of the film. Even the plot itself often shows this process. The private detective
digs into the past and discovers fragments of the past which contains contradictory information.
In search for a single truth, he attempts to decipher the mystery. He talks about events that
have already happened in the end, providing it with his own interpretation of the past. As a re-
sult, the ambiguous past no longer exists, and the anxiety of the people will be cleared away. The
reconstruction process through the detective's mystery-solving thus has a therapeutic effect.
Through revealing what has been hidden in the past, or by providing a clear fictional picture of
an actually unsolvable reality, film noir dissolves the uncanniness and relieves the audience's
anxieties.
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reality may suggest expressionist manipulation, and consequently reinforce the idea of the clock as a
symbol for control.
10. The third chapter (part three) of Vera Caspary's Laura (London: Eyre & Spottiswoode,1944) starts
from the following: "A stenographic report of the statement made by Shelby J. Carpenter to Lieuten-
ant McPherson on Friday at 3:45 P.M., August 27, 1941" (113).]
11. J. P. Telotte, "Noir Narration," Orr and Taxidou (Edinburgh: Edinburgh UP, 2000) 27.
12. While the protagonists in film noir most often have ordinary names, the anti-heroes' names have rich
and authoritative connotations or sounds. The George Macready character in Gilda (1946) is called
Ballin Mundson, but the name sounds like "Baron." In The Big Clock, the contrast is made even more
obvious as every member of the Stroud family shares an everyman's name George: The wife is Geor-
gette, and the son is George Jr.
13. There is a different connotation in the original novel. George Stroud is not happily married, and he
does have an affair with Janoth's mistress.
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